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X.—OMNIPOTENCE. 

By F. C. S. SCHILLER. 

THE age of miracles is not yet over. Indeed, it may only just 
be effectively beginning. For Mr. H. G. Wells's excursions 
into theology and studies in episcopal psychology have actually 
stirred a real Bishop to a serious and candid attempt to defend 
the traditional dogma of G-od's " omnipotence" against the 
heretical questionings which are pullulating both within and 
without the Church.* And when one recalls the adamantine 
silence with which the professors of theology camouflaged their 
embarrassment forty or fifty years ago, when J. S. Mill's 
Essays on Religion attempted to raise the question whether the 
ascription of omnipotence to God was either necessary or bene
ficial to religion, and the strange unanimity with which the 
historians of philosophy have managed to obscure the fact that 
the doctrines of such first-class personages as Plato, Aristotle, 
Leibniz, Berkeley, and Kant are really incompatible with this 
dogma, it is evident that we are making progress, and that the 
Bishop of Down's attitude may be epoch-making in theology. 
Indeed, it is so encouraging to me personally that I am tempted 
to turn back to views which I expressed so long ago as 1891,f 
but which were then too repugnant to the dominant philo
sophic prejudices to seem worth developing, in order to consider 
whether the present discussion of a limited deity does not 
render it timely to modify or to expand them. 

In so doing I hope to follow Dr. D'Arcy's excellent example 
not only in the tone of his discussion, which is laudably free 
from the contempt and vituperation with which it has been 

* Cf. The Bishop of Down's paper which appears in this Volume, 
p. 158. 

t In Riddles of the Sphinx, ch. X. 
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customary to deluge those who would not accept the belief in 
an Absolute and refused to identify it with the deity (without 
proof), but also in the method by which he handles the con
troversy. For he does not make any direct attempt to esta
blish his own belief in an omnipotent God, or to overcome, by 
a direct frontal attack, the obvious and overwhelming objection 
to it which rests on the existence of evil, seeming content to 
leave it as a " great problem." He tries rather to support his 
position indirectly by finding flaws in the arguments by which 
the further and positive determinations of the " finite " God 
have been reached. Similarly, I shall endeavour to show that 
Dr. D'Aroy's criticisms are far from conclusive, and that the 
alternative theory of an infinite or omnipotent God is not accept
able either on logical, scientific, or religious grounds, without 
entering into the positive reasons for believing in a " finite " God. 

I. 

Before doing so, however, it will be advisable that we should 
remind ourselves of the constituent problems of what is really 
a very complex controversy, which raises many distinct 
questions. Many of these are ultimate, but they are not 
intrinsically insoluble, or even difficult, if they are kept sepa
rate ; indeed, they are simple enough if they are recognized as 
many and as comprising a plurality of problems which cannot 
all be solved in a single breath. Traditional theology and, in a 
less degree, traditional philosophy have attempted the impos
sible in trying to make the same answer do for a multitude of 
different questions. 

(1) The first and most ultimate of these questions is onto-
logical. I t inquires whether unity, duality, or plurality can be 
predicated of reality. Is being ultimately one, or many, or of 
two kinds ? And which of these answers is the best ? To these 
questions a plurality of answers can evidently be given, and 
they should all be investigated. Thus (a) it may turn out that 
not one of these attributes can, in the actual state of our know-
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ledge, yield an adequate description of reality. Or (b) it may 
appear that they can all be used, and all succeed to some extent, 
or that each succeeds for some purposes, though not (as yet) for 
others. . (c) If so, and only if so, the question will arise 
whether we are entitled to give an absolute preference to one 
of these answers, to universalize it and to treat it as the com
plete solution, even in spe and in principle, of the problem of 
reality, (d) If we venture on so bold a course, we assume 
certain logical obligations. We manifestly undertake to explain 
away the difficulties and objections that resist our interpreta
tion, and to reduce to subjection, by some means or other, the 
recalcitrant features of reality. If, and in so far as, we fail to 
do this, we may have to confess our theory wrong, or are at 
least driven to the conclusion that we have tried to go too fast, 
and to solve a problem not yet ripe for scientific solution, and 
ought to retrace our steps. For, after all, suspense of judgment 
may be at present the right attitude of philosophy towards the 
question of ultimate reality,—a question which can hardly be said 
urgently to demand immediate solution on pragmatic grounds. 

(2) The quantitative aspect of reality is evidently not 
the only one that can engage our attention. A great variety 
of qualitative questions also may be raised about the real. 
We may ask, for example, Has it ultimately a cause and a 
beginning? Is it good and just and intelligent? Is it at all 
responsive to our demands and sympathetic with our wishes ? 
If it is, to what extent ? If it is not, is it merely unresponsive 
and indifferent, or actively hostile ? Now, clearly all the 
answers to such questions will be alternative interpretations 
of reality. They will also all be tentative, i.e., hypotheses 
about reality which will have to be ratified and verified by the 
behaviour of the real. 

To this series or collection of questions the conception of 
" God" forms one of the answers. I t is one of the most 
ancient and comprehensive of such answers, and certainly the 
most attractive. It answers a great number of questions about 
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reality, and does so in a vital and interesting way. But we 
are not entitled to assume that it answers them all, or answers 
them completely, or is itself to be exempted from further 
scrutiny. On the contrary, it immediately leads on to the 
further question—What do you mean by " God " ? And this 
question may at once involve theologians in difficulties. For 
it seems to show not only that they are not agreed about what 
they really mean by " God," but also that they have really left 
the conception very indeterminate, and capable of alternative 
interpretations. 

(3) If so, any demand for a clear definition of the notion of 
God will produce a civil war in theology and involve a 
restriction on its theological employment. For it will not, 
naturally, answer as many questions when it is defined, as it 
seemed to do when it was left vague. The answer, however, 
will be more satisfactory, at all events to those who desire to 
think clearly; and so the attempt will be made to determine 
the nature and qualities of " God." This should be the aim of 
the science of theology. 

(4) Theology, however, should not content itself with 
merely laying down the meaning, function and character of 
" God." I t should not be merely a hypothetical science of 
abstract definitions, but should endeavour to tell us whether 
a being coming up to its specifications actually exists, and how 
the existence of " God " can be ascertained by us. I t should 
provide not only a logical analysis of the conception of-deity 
which it favours or adopts, but also a ratio cognoscendi of a 
really existent God. This, in default of any successful claim 
to have immediate cognizance of God, will necessarily take the 
form of an argument which infers his existence from his 
operations. If such an argument succeeds, we shall gladly 
dispense with the juggling of the "ontological proof," which 
professed to define the notion of God with such marvellous 
dexterity that a really existent God would necessarily emerge 
from the definition. 
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Now, when we have thus analysed the problem of " God "' 
into its constituent questions, it becomes easy to apprehend 
that the doctrine of orthodox theology about the unity, " omni
potence " and "infinity" of "God" represents only one out 
of a large number of possible answers, which may be connected 
and combined in a great variety of ways. Any particular-
combination, therefore, will be open to questioning and attack 
all along its line of thought. For example, it cannot be taken 
for granted even that reality is one. Nor, certainly, is it-
proved to be one by calling it one, to wit, a "world" or 
" universe." The most that can be proved would seem to be 
that reality is such that some of the qualities we have-
embodied in our notion of a whole or world appear to be 
applicable to reality and more or less to fit i t ; we live in 
hopes, therefore, that eventually they may all fit, and fit evea 
those manifestations of the real which as yet we do not claim 
to know. Now, if this is all that can justly be said for 
monism, the metaphysical foundations of the argument for 
God's " omnipotence " are evidently insecure. 

But, even if monism were established, monotheism would 
not follow. Monism is quite conceivable without theism. 
Theism, on the other hand, is quite compatible with pluralism; 
the truth being that the question whether reality is numerically 
one or many is intrinsically independent of the question whether 
its quality deserves to be called divine. This independence is 
further attested when we find that within theism it has 
historically been quite an open question whether gods were 
many or one, and that even within nominal monotheisms 
there is always a plurality of objects of worship, and outbreaks 
of downright polytheism continue to occur. Also, as there is 
never complete agreement about " God " in the religious world, 
it always, collectively, presents the spectacle of a plurality of 
" gods," who are in being and in competition together. 

Similarly, when we come to the question of the quality of 
reality, it soon appears both that theism is not the only-
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thinkable solution, since there are many sorts of atheism, and 
also that much depends on the qualities of the " God" our 
theism postulates. Very different views have been taken by 
the various religions and theologies; and, even collectively, they 
cannot be said to have exhausted the logical possibilities. 
Before, therefore, predicates like " omnipotent " and " infinite " 
are ascribed to a " God," it ought to be made quite clear both 
what precisely they mean, and what consequences they entail. 
I t is hardly enough to evade the philosophic problems their 
attribution generates by declaring that they " are but imperfect 
modes of expressing the divine All-inclusiveness. To treat 
them as scientifically accurate is to mistake their nature 
altogether" (p. 182). If this vagueness and lack of scientific 
accuracy is not to be to their discredit theologically, it is all 
the more a slur upon the scientific status of theology. 

Lastly, it should be made clear that all this a priori defining 
and deducing must be tested. "We must go to the facts and ask 
what differences we should expect to find according as our 
theistic hypothesis was true or false. For on pragmatic 
principles* a " God " who was conceived to make no difference 
to the course of events would clearly be an unmeaning super
fluity, while one who lets the world go to the devil would clearly 
be suspect of collusion or identity with the destination thus 
indicated. On James's principles not only the value but the 
very meaning of theism depends on its guaranteeing a course of 
•events superior to that which might otherwise be expected. 

I I . 

Bearing in mind the complexities foreshadowed by this 
multiplicity of problems, let us study the chain of arguments 
by which Dr. D'Arcy seeks to defend the traditional theology. 
"We shall find a number of spots where his synthesis is weak in 

* The methodological value of which I am glad to see Dr. D'Arcy 
•does not dispute (p. 165). 
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the joints, and where the most favourable verdict can only be 
" not proven." 

(1) Dr. D'Arcy holds fast to the identification of the deity 
with the Absolute or All-inclusive; but his argument for 
monism appears to be somewhat perfunctory and merely verbal. 
He asks (p. 181) " Why should we believe in the unity of the sum 
total of being ? Why should we inevitably speak of this sum 
total as the Universe ? " and apparently expects the answer that 
reality forms a unity because it is called a " universe." Now, 
we do undoubtedly apply our notion of a " whole " or sum-total 
to reality very much as a matter of course; not to do so, 
therefore, demands some self-restraint. But I have shown 
above that this question need not be begged. I t is possible to 
abstain from assuming that reality forms a world or " universe." 
And we may now observe the serious obstacles which lie in the 
way of treating reality as a " whole " in any effective sense. 

(a) There appears to be no meaning in conceiving as a 
" whole" a world which is taken to be physically infinite in 
space and time. No intelligible propositions can be framed 
which would hold of all of i t : whatever we predicated of a, 
" part" or period of its existence might be falsified at an earlier 
or later period or by a further " part," and s\ich could always be 
found. To call it a " sum-total" would be self-contradictory, for 
it would be a " sum " that could never be summed. 

(b) Hence it is logically inadmissible to attach any predicate 
universally to any reality which is "infinite" in the above 
sense.* It is, and can be, known to us only in part and for a 
moment, and even if what we assert of it is true here and now 
it may become false elsewhere or at another time. 

(c) Of the known reality much is, even now, recalcitrant to 
all attempts at unification. We endeavour to minimize this 
fact by value-judgments which condemn these portions of the 

* I am aware that there are other senses of " infinite " to which this 
objection does Dot apply. But they do not seem to be relevant here. 
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real to an inferior status. They are said not to be truly 
"" objective," but " merely subjective." But, nevertheless, they 
form a large and important part in every man's experience; and 
life, individual alike and social, would be transformed out of all 
recognition, if we conceived them to be somehow eliminated. 
An experience which contained nothing "merely subjective," 
whether feelings, thoughts, fancies, dreams, illusions, hallucina
tions or errors, would be utterly unlike anything known to 
science; and, even if it were conceivable, it would go only a very 
little way towards establishing the monistic postulate of an 
all-inclusive mind. For a true " Absolute " has not only to be 
truly "real," and so free from every human limitation and 
frailty; it has also to be truly inclusive of all the illusion, 
insanity, and bestiality that exist in reality, and to compound 
out of such heterogeneous materials and discordant postulates a 
perfectly united and harmonious cosmos ! Where, we must ask, 
does the monism exist that has succeeded in this synthesis, or 
even seriously considered the conditions of its possibility ? 

Not, at all events, in Dr. D'Arcy's philosophy. For he, too, 
when he comes across such parties honteuses of the universe in 
the concrete, balks at them. He does not require his "All-
inclusive " to swallow them, nor distend it into a rag-bag: they 
are cast out as " pathological and not a guide to the normal 
constitution of the mind " (p. 174). Now, the psychologist may 
claim a technical right to dismiss as " abnormal" the evidence 
of divided personality, though we may question the wisdom of 
a policy which would exclude constituents of the mind so 
interesting theoretically and important practically, and also so 
common and "normal," as "moods," "moral struggles" and 
"dreams." But what right has the metaphysician to exclude 
them from the Absolute ? If it is not absolutely all-inclusive, 
what right has . it to its name ? What would become of its 
primary theoretic function, if it did not afford an asylum to 
the maddest fancy and the most monstrous disease ? Surely, an 
Absolute which stands upon its dignity, and will not open its 
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bosom to all comers, is not all-inclusive but selective; it ceases to 
be the universal receptacle of being by becoming particular about 
what it will include. The critics of monism are, surely, entitled 
to demand that the Absolute shall not be trifled with; and 
that its all-inclusiveness shall not be reduced to absurdity by 
such snobbish exclusiveness, and that the " real" shall not con
tinue to be employed ambiguously as a term of selective 
approbation in monistic " proofs " of the unity of the universe. 

(2) Having got his unity of the universe in this questionable 
fashion, how does Dr. D'Arcy pass from it to a personal deity ? 
At first this seems a desperate undertaking, to be compassed 
only by a salto mortale. " I hold that God is personal, because 
the material world is an experienced whole; and therefore all 
strictly personal terms may be truly applied to Him " (p. 183). 

We have seen that the world as experienced is anything 
but a whole, and the material world is a selection, or rather 
a construction based on a selection, for the purposes of 
physics, from the experiences which may be taken as " common " 
by a number of minds. Even then it can be taken as a 
whole, only if it is taken as finite. But even if it were a 
whole, and implied a percipient, it would not follow that all 
the " personal terms " could truly be inferred. For a universal 
experiencer or unifier need not be more than a sort of world-
re/lector, contemplating all time and all existence, while not a 
moral agent. Indeed, it would be as hard to see how any moral 
personality could be infused into so intellectual a being as 
into the Eternal Self-consciousness, out of which T. H. Green 
vainly laboured to extract an ethical principle. 

(3) Dr. D'Arcy, however, gets on to safer ground when he 
appeals to religious experience to bear out his theology. " I t 
is," he urges (p. 170), " characteristic of Christian prayer, to 
assume the omniscience and omnipotence of God; and in the 
deeper experiences of religion the conviction that all thoughts 
and intents are open to His scrutiny becomes absolutely over
powering," and this "proves that God is not regarded as one 
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person among many, distinguished only by the possession of 
greater knowledge and power." 

At first sight this interpretation, despite its puzzling limita
tion to " Christian" prayer, seems plausible enough. I t proves, 
no doubt, that God is not conceived as an ordinary person; 
He must be a being vastly more powerful, intelligent, sym
pathetic, merciful, trustworthy, and, above all, discreet. For, 
as Kipling observes, we feel that " He will not peach on a 
pal." But do these postulates of a Deity with whom spiritual 
communion is desired, demand His " omnipotence " ? Hardly. 
They ascribe to Him only the function of an All-Father Con
fessor. And if we look more closely, we may even note some 
points about the practice and benefit of prayer which seem 
incompatible with the ascription to God of omnipotence and 
omniscience. For is it not hard to understand how a truly omni
scient being can have anything to learn from the self-revelations 
of his worshippers, and how a truly omnipotent being can be 
strengthened by their feeble co-operation with him ? It may 
seem truer, therefore, to say that the attitude of prayer implies 
confidence in a power to help and a wisdom to understand that 
shall be adequate " to any mortal need, but, nevertheless, 
remains subject to the condition that this help shall be sought 
by him that prays." And is not this a limitation ? "Adequacy," 
as Kant's critique of the argument from design had the merit 
of first pointing out, does not imply omnipotence. 

(4) However this may be, we need not insist on the point, 
for we must surely admit that men may be wrong in inter
preting their religious experience. • This applies particularly to 
the mystic experience, which is now generally recognised as a 
specific and distinctive fact of spiritual experience. Of the 
substantial identity and enormous impressiveness of the 
mystical experiences as " subjective" facts, there can be little 
doubt; they are felt to be experiences of something emphatically 
divine (deiov ri ), superhuman and overwhelming. But we 
may admit this in the handsomest terms, and yet leave ample 
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scope for diversity of judgment about its objective import and 
psychological interpretation. That this tremendous spiritual 
experience should be interpreted by the religious, and especially 
by the more famous " greater mystics," as a direct contact with 
the Deity is natural enough; but it does not follow that it 
unequivocally attests the presence of God in a human soul. 
Critical reflection here, as always, raises doubts and points to 
alternatives, which too find support in an impartial survey of 
the recorded facts. 

(a) I t seems that the mystical experience is not very con
genial with orthodox theology, nor is the " God " of the mystics 
readily identifiable with the " God" of the theologians. He 
tends to depart from the latter in the direction of ineffability 
and negativity, and to land the mystic on the borders of an 
agnostic pantheism. 

(b) The spiritual value of the mystic experience often seems 
questionable. I t does not always make the mystic a better 
man in himself, and it very often makes him less serviceable to 
others. I t may even unnerve him completely for the business 
of life, and weaken or demoralise his character. If, then, we 
try to apply the pragmatic test to the mystical experience, and 
ask whether it is justified by its fruits, as it surely must be, we 
get rather a mixed response. A question may, therefore, be' 
raised as to whether the objective ground of the mystical 
experience is always as " divine " as it is taken to be. I t has 
to be admitted that the mere occurrence of a spiritual influx 
proves little as to its source; it may be merely a volcanic 
" subliminal uprush" from the unconscious depths of personality ; 
or, if its influence proves evil, it may even have to be regarded 
as diabolical. These possibilities have to be disposed of before 
the mystical experience can afford much of a basis for religious 
apologetics. 

(c) Without entertaining such depressing hypotheses, we 
may ask whether there is not another great spiritual event of 
which the mystical experience strongly suggests a foretaste. 
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What is described as an overwhelming inrush of the divine 
fullness regularly entails, it would seem, a complete oblitera
tion, a temporary annihilation, of the individual consciousness. 
May not this reveal to us what a dissolution of personality 
would feel like, may it not be a foretaste of death as a spiritual 
experience ? I confess that this interpretation was strongly 
suggested to me by the most recent, most scientific, and most 
candid of mystical records, the extraordinarily interesting case 
of "C^cile VeV' published by Professor Flournoy in the 
Archives de Psychologic de la Suisse Romande, No. 57 (May, 
1915).* This lady, who was an orthodox Christian and a 
Protestant, and in practical life the head of a flourishing girls' 
school, did not at all relish the impersonality of the " Divine," 
and the " beyond-good-and-evil" impression made by the 
mystical experience, which, in her capacity of a trained pyscho-
logist, she has, nevertheless, recorded so admirably. 

(d) But even if we are willing to dismiss all these scruples 
and to take the mystics' own interpretations of their experi
ences more or less at face value, what do they prove about the 
quality of God ? Hardly divine Omnipotence. For they all 
agree that the intellectual content of the mystical revelation is 
singularly vague and meagre, or even, strictly speaking, nil. 
The experience itself is too absorbing to allow the mind to 
discriminate within it. The effulgence of the Divine Presence 
is far too dazzling to leave it capable of making a distinction 
between the impress of a power immeasurably greater than 
man's and one absolutely omnipotent. The fact, therefore, that 
the Divine Life is felt by the mystic to permeate and absorb 
bis consciousness is by no means an adequate proof that it 
includes everybody and everything; it might as well have been 
argued, from the fact that " Sally Beauchamp" was immedi
ately and completely aware of all the feelings and thoughts of 
" B.. I," that she must be similarly capable of penetrating into 

* Cf. also my abstract in the Journal of the Society for Psychical 
Research for March 1916. 

 by guest on June 10, 2016
http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/


OMNIPOTENCE. 259 

the mind of " B. IV,' and was bound to sympathize with both 
the personalities she had invaded. Yet, she was neither capable 
of the one, nor susceptible of the other. A technically " finite " 
God then would be quite an adequate cause of all the 
phenomena described by the mystics, and so long as this is the 
case their experience cannot be held to establish the omnipo
tence of God. 

(5) The last of Dr. D'Arcy's objections to the theory of a 
limited deity is, perhaps, the most surprising of all. For if it 
is to be described shortly, it must be called, I fear, an argument 
from the impossibility of miracles. This implies so strange a 
position for an orthodox theologian to take up that it will be 
best to quote it somewhat fully. Dr. D'Arcy (pp. 183-4) 
recognizes it as "an important difficulty" for theologians to 
make up their minds whether they were " to seek for the signs 
of the divine activity in the regular succession of physical 
causes or in exceptional events which seemed unaccountable 
from the physical point of view." For though " there was a 
time when miracles were regarded as the principal proof of 
God's presence and work," and " when new beginnings in crea
tion, the origin of motion, the origin of life, the origin of con
sciousness, were pointed to," it was realized later that " this was 
a somewhat dangerous position to adopt. Is God a great 
engineer who, having made a wonderful machine, has to in
terfere from time to time to help it to work as He desires ? It 
seems to me that a finite God, if He is regarded as Creator, 
must be thought of in that way, to some degree." Previously 
he had declared (p. 168) that " finite gods must reveal them
selves, as men reveal themselves, by showing their power in 
nature. Miracles must happen constantly. . . . A finite God 
must reveal himself by miracle. I t is the only way in which 
he can do it,"* whereas " when we rise to the conception of the 
all-inclusive God, all these difficulties drop out of sight" 

* C). also p. 175. 

B 2 
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(p. 184). The unexpressed premiss in the Bishop's argumenta
tion seems to be Hume's miracles do not happen. For only so 
can it be inferred that a doctrine which requires them to happen 
must obviously be wrong. 

Now, I am well aware that the question of the logical 
status of miracles is a somewhat thorny one; for the conception 
of miracle has been more disputed about than analysed. Still, 
it hardly seems judicious in a theologian to make controversial 
use of it. He at once exposes himself to the question, " What 
do you mean by a miracle ?" and to this question modern 
theology does not appear to possess any satisfactory answer. 
In whichever way it answers, it embroils itself—either with 
the scientific postulate of the uniformity of nature, or with the 
traditional belief in the spiritual value of miracles. In this 
dilemma its only resource would seem to be a Vagueness which 
refuses to define the meaning of " miracle," but does not 
refrain from using it loosely. Dr. D'Arcy exemplifies this in 
describing polytheism as making man " the great miracle-
worker " (p. 167), because " he is constantly interfering with 
the course of nature for his own purposes," and " it is only 
because you are all miracle-workers that I can recognise you as 
men and women " (p. 168). 

This usage, however, will hardly do. For (a) how is 
continual miracle to be distinguished from the routine, and so 
the " law," of nature ? (6) Until the conception of a fairly 
fixed routine of nature has been formed, which ex hypothesi 
has not yet been done in the early polytheisms, what is there 
for " miracle " to be opposed to, and so what is there evidential 
or wonderful about it ? The belief that miracles have a 
religious function seems to imply an order of nature, which is 
not, however, absolutely fixed, but admits of occasional improve
ment by intelligent intervention.. 

Hence, (c) to attribute positive value to miracles seems to 
be open only to those who think that the course of nature can 
be bettered, and do not regard the order of nature as expressive 
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of unlimited goodness and power; those who do must either 
ascribe the miraculous departures from routine to an evil 
agency, or declare it impossible. The latter course is logically 
very simple; but it has disadvantages. I t obliterates, for 
instance, the difference between intelligent guidance and 
automatic development. A " God " who never interferes with 
a necessary order of nature seems to be merely another name 
for it, and its pragmatic equivalent. A " God " worth having 
must, surely, make some difference to the course of events, and 
be the author of some good in it which it would not of itself 
assure to us. 

On the other hand, it is not necessary that a finite God 
should be conceived as working miracles continually. If he 
were also regarded as the author of the order of nature, it 
would follow that the frequency of divine intervention would 
be related to the goodness of this order. I t would only be an 
inferior order that would need continual intervention; the 
better the order the fewer would be the " miracles " needed. 
Hence there need not be any at all if the cosmic order were 
such that it could be adequately guided without any special 
intervention. So that the hypothesis of a " finite God " neither 
demands "miracles" nor repudiates them a priori; it is 
compatible with whatever course of events is actually found to 
occur. Neither does it conflict with the normal religious 
sentiment, as the " infinite " God does, by becoming otiose and 
indistinguishable from the order of nature. 

III . 

This conflict is, indeed, bound to break out everywhere sooner 
or later. I t is quite a mistake to suppose that its most glaring 
is also its sole example. The "problem of evil" is usually 
admitted to be insoluble by theologians in the handsomest 
terms, both before, and after, their attempts to render it 
compatible with the dogma of divine " infinity " have manifestly 
broken down. What they do not ever admit is that their 

 by guest on June 10, 2016
http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/


262 F. C. S. SCHILLER. 

dogma is to blame; what they do not see is that the reason of 
their failure lies, not in any exceptional perversity of a particular 
problem, but in the general and total incapacity of human 
intelligence to apply the notion of divine infinity to any aspect 
of human experience, and so to get this hypothesis confirmed in 
any way. On this occasion, however, it will probably suffice if 
only one more illustration of this incapacity be added to " the 
old difficulty of the problem of evil." I shall select the conflict 
between the notions of teleology and omnipotence. 

Whenever we consider the operation of the human mind, 
we speedily find that it acts teleologically; i.e., it has to take 
means to its ends. This it has to do because it cannot attain 
its ends directly or by any means it pleases; not having 
strength and power enough to do so, it works up to them 
gradually along a definite line marked out for it by its limited 
power. To interpret teleologically, therefore, by using the 
relation of means and ends, while it is a characteristic method 
of human intelligence, and one which (when it succeeds) renders 
the teleological order eminently intelligible and congenial, is a 
method which implies quite definitely a limitation in the 
intelligence which operates teleologically. A mind which can 
entertain purposes as yet unrealised and achieves its ends by 
the skilful adjustment of the means it controls, is definitely 
limited. 

An unlimited mind, on the other hand, would not act 
teleologically. For it would not be subject to any restriction in 
the choice of the means to ends. Anything could for it become 
a means to anything else. It could put out a fire with oil as 
easily as with water. It could not, therefore, be tied down to 
any determinate sequence of events. If Omnipotence so pleased, 
anything might happen, and lead to anything else. No definite 
order of nature could withstand such power. It would be 
abrogated in principle. If, in point of fact, there appeared to 
be an order of nature, it would be a fact only de facto, and 
not de jure. It would indicate only that Omnipotence was, 
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fortunately for us, a creature of habit, and had not (so far) 
desired to dissolve the cosmic order. But this order would be 
inherently irrational, because there would be no intrinsic reason 
why it should exist and be as it was, and not otherwise. Nor 
could an omnipotent mind act purposively. It could not have 
any purposes, in the sense of aiming at something it proposed to 
do, but had not, or not yet, been able to achieve. There could 
not be for it any interval of striving (successful or otherwise) 
between aim and achievement, nor any process, development, 
progress, consummation. Its mere fiat would mean instan
taneous realisation. All its " aims," therefore, would be.eternally 
achieved; all the vicissitudes and variations of things would 
have one and the same meaning and one and the same sanction. 
Everything would be what it was, because Omnipotence willed 
that it should be thus. 

I t is, of course, an obvious corollary that the distinction of 
good and evil would not exist for such a mind. It would not 
exist, because the distinction of good and bad would not exist 
for it. For the good is that which conduces to an end (which 
is, therefore, called its " good "), the bad that which thwarts it. 
If, then, no ends exist to be achieved and no means can thwart 
or fail to achieve them, it is evident that the predicates good and 
bad have become unmeaning and impossible. Omnipotence must 
transcend all human valuations. 

But it follows, conversely, that, for a human mind, such an 
intelligence would be non-existent. I t would have become 
invisible, because it could not be inferred from any of its 
operations. We could never recognize its working, which 
would be utterly alien to that of our intelligence. Seeing that 
it had no ends and needed no means, we could neither guess at 
its ends nor trace its skill in making the most of its means. 
I t would be scientifically worthless, because nothing in the 
order of nature could be deduced from it. I t would be logically 
worthless, because it would have no point of contact with our 
intelligence. And it would be religiously worthless, because it 
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would convey no aid to any of our spiritual needs. An 
infinite '* God " then would he unrecognizable, unknowable, and 
so useless ;•• an intelligible and intelligent God must be limited. 

IV. 

How, then, it will be said, has it come about that the 
divine Omnipotence has become a theological dogma, and is 
generally regarded as a religious postulate ? 

The answer, it is plain, can only lie in the region of 
religious psychology. "We must try to trace the confusions of 
thought which have elevated the Omnipotent into a source of 
religious edification. Fortunately this is not very difficult. 

(1) I t is easy to understand that a more powerful deity is 
religiously preferable to a less powerful. The more powerful 
he is the better he can help. Hence it becomes tempting 
to infer that an all-powerful " God" must be the best of all. 
But the inference is false, because the notion of "power" 
evaporates when it is raised to infinity. I t is not observed 
that what we mean by " power" implies resistance, just as 
what we call motion implies friction, and that in the absence of 
resistance we could no more recognize " power " than we could 
move in the absence of friction. 

(2) Similarly, the notions of providential guidance and 
purposive process imply an opposition which can only be 
overcome gradually and in time. Only when this is not 
perceived, does it become possible to reason, as, Dr. D'Arcy 
tells us, did the Greek School of Alexandria, when they 
"developed the idea of God both as the Infinite and as the 
Logos, guiding the destinies of the Universe, saving man from 
his sin, and the world from all the contradictions and confusions 
which we describe as evil, and so preparing the way for the final 
consummation in which God shall be all in a l l " (pp. 178-9). 

Here the notion of a " Logos " clearly implies an analogy 
with human intelligence, and the "guiding of destinies" a 
purposive direction of a time process intended to lead up to a 
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" consummation," such as a human intelligence can aim at. 
Bat why is such a process needed ? Because the end cannot be 
attained without it ? Moreover, the spiritual value of this 
theology does not lie in the "consummation." An end of the 
world-process, which left God literally " all-in-all," i.e., merely 
all alone as the All-One, would have no spiritual value. I t 
could only excite amazement and regret that so prodigious an 
effort and so protracted an agony should end so tamely in the 
mere re-absorption into the Divine of a world which had issued 
from it so unintelligibly and had made so miserable a use of its 
illusory existence. The value and real meaning of the doctrine 
lie in the assurance it seems to give of the ultimate achieve
ment of a final harmony of all existents, and in the assurance 
of divine aid during the gradual approach towards this end. 
These are the real religious postulates which the human heart 
demands. Yet, do they not manifestly imply a limitation of 
the divine power, in order that a meaning may be given to the 
process and its guidance ? 

(3) The most characteristic contusion, however, is probably 
that which arises from the religious mind's over-anxiety to get 
a guarantee of the victory of good over evil. In view of the 
actual character of the world of experience this anxiety is 
natural enough. For the evil in it seems so strong, so all-
pervasive, so deeply, so variously, so subtly rooted, so persistent, 
so adaptable to every device for defeating it, that man may well 
despair of overcoming it unaided. I t is natural, therefore, to 
postulate a " God " whose existence assures the potential victory 
of the good cause which we all make bold to believe is identical 
with our own. " God " is sure to win, and we with Him. But 
the victory is, alas, so long in coming! God can afford to wait, 
but short-lived mortals grow impatient. Is it a wonder that 
they should be assailed by doubts whether even a god can over
come such stupendous evils in any finite time ? They consequently 
hail the suggestion that the best assurance of God's victory is 
so to define God that His defeat shall be impossible, or, more 
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properly, unthinkable ? Define Him as " omnipotent," and he 
becomes the ever-victorious God, whom nothing can, or does, 
resist, who has never to struggle painfully towards a distant 
consummation. To ensure that God is going to wiu, therefore, 
we declare that He has won already. 

But our method of hyperbole betrays the very instinct that 
employs it. If God has won already, man has no longer a case 
against the world. The world is now, as always, all that the 
All-powerful means it to be. There is no evil in it. Evil is an 
illusion. I t lies not in the real but in our defective vision. 

Yet, is not our defect, our illusion, our resentment, a real 
item in the real ? When the theologian pronounces irdfra ica\a 
\iav in the world because " God's in His heaven," musb he not 
except himself and his fellow men ? Our very inability to 
acquiesce in the proof of the divine Omnipotence and the 
world's perfection seems to prove imperfect a world that cannot 
reflect its true structure in our understanding, and a God 
impotent, who cannot remove our incapacity. 

Thus the extremes of theology would seem to meet. Omni
potence merges into impotence; an all-absorbing " God " is the 
equivalent of none at all. The attempt to extract out of a 
theological definition an absolute pledge of the prosperous issue 
of the world-process has ended in a failure to secure even a 
right of ameliorating its most crying evils. In reducing evil to 
illusion we have, all unwittingly, condemned good to unreality 
as well. Nothing remains of a bad argument by which theology 
has unwisely arrested the progress of religion. 

(4) And yet does not the root of the trouble remain * Theo
logical dogmas and bad arguments do not arise out of nothing 
for no reason at all. Bad arguments are as surely grounded in 
human nature as good, and are even more persistent. Theo
logical dogmas are characteristic products of human mentality. 

Viewing them thus, we are able to trace the doctrine of the 
"omnipotence" of God to its ultimate root in a very wide
spread and potent human instinct, the desire for safety and the 
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fear of risk. This instinct naturally and necessarily pervades 
our whole life. It is not merely in "practical" affairs that 
men play for safety and desire to avoid risks. This feeling 
attends all the operations of the intellect, and may plainly be 
traced in the methods and structure of the most " theoretic " 
sciences. It disguises itself, of course, under reputable names. 
I t figures as a^demand for "scientific caution," "certainty," 
and " necessary truth," as aversion from rash speculation and 
temerarious hypothesis; but it springs from sheer fear of 
adventures in the world of thought. 

I t has perverted, for example, logic, as it has theology. 
Indeed, it is the real inspiration of the traditional theory of 
proof and the source of the logical notion of " validity." For 
why, after all, should it ever have been laid down that the type 
of reasoning must be represented as a " demonstration " which 
proceeds from absolutely certain and assured premisses to a 
" valid " and absolutely cogent conclusion ? The reason for this 
postulate of " logic " cannot be found in any desire to describe 
human thought as it actually is ; for, on any showing, absolutely 
certain and true premisses are admitted to be hard to come 
by, and our actual conclusions are rarely (if ever) absolutely 
cogent. Actually, moreover, we reason quite as well (or better) 
from premisses which are hypotheses or postulates to conclu
sions which have to be verified empirically. Such reasonings 
are infinitely commoner (at least) than those of the perfect 
kind which engross the attention of logicians. Why, then, 
should they be despised and ignored ? No reason is given. But 
it may be suggested that the real reason is not logical. Logic 
shows a strange bias in favour of absolute proof, not because no 
other reasoning has logical value, but because it panders to the 
desire for safety. If the premisses are absolutely true and 
certain, nothing can upset them. Nor, what is even more 
important, us. And if the reasoning can be enclosed in a 
" valid" form, we can trust it absolutely. " Validity," no 
doubt, was only " strength," originally. Yet, our craving for it 
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was so strong that it has come to mean much more. The 
" validity" which logic demands and glories in is superhuman 
strength, strength such that nothing can conceivably upset it. 
Is not that "omnipotence"? And does not the demand for 
it mean in logic what it means in theology ? It means, in both 
alike, a demand for absolute assurance, which is so eager and 
so blind that it hardly sees or cares that the conditions under 
which it claims fulfilment of its desire are such as to make it 
nugatory. For just as no power or force the human mind 
conceives is ever emancipated from resistance, so no human 
conclusion is ever absolutely " valid." 

The desire for absolute truth and indefeasible assurance, 
therefore, frustrates itself. I t merely plays into the hands of 
scepticism by forcing all human truth to side against it and to 
disclaim the ambitious aim it cannot- attain. I t condemns as 
" sceptical" the " inconclusive " and " invalid " procedures • by 
which the sciences increase our store of truths. And it impedes 
their progress by systematically discountenancing the doubts 
which illumine the penumbra of ignorance, and discrediting 
the inquiry which dissolves the sacrosanctity of accepted dogma. 
I t has not grasped the elementary facts that cognitive activity 
proceeds from doubt, and not from certainty, and approaches the 
latter only asymptotically. Is it not, then, a typical example of 
a false and futile postulate ? 

And is it not a curious fact that the same •persons should be 
found to incline both to this logical postulate and to its theo
logical analogue ? Most students of religious psychology have 
probably noticed that men differ considerably in the value they 
set upon the relief from doubt and the assurance of safety 
(" salvation "), as also in their willingness to rely on authority 
and to commit their affairs to the spiritual guidance of others. 
The mentality which puts a high value on these advantages .has 
a natural inclination towards Catholicism, while the Protestant 
temper appears to be relatively adventurous and self-reliant. 
I t can hardly, therefore, be an accident that the strongest and 
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sincerest champions both of the traditional logic and of the 
traditioual theology are the Scholastics of the Church of Borne. 
They cater in both cases for the same cravings of the human 
soul; but though they seem to concede its immediate demands, 
they do not ultimately satisfy either it of all the conditions of 
the philosophic problem. 

For should we not, after all, bethink ourselves that avoid
ance of risk is not the last word of human wisdom ? Is that 
all we ought to live for ? Shall we, indeed, save our souls by 
adopting blinkers and wearing rose-coloured spectacles, by 
clinging to the leading-strings of authority and never venturing 
out into the wilds either of action or of thought ? This attitude 
may be prudent, but it is not heroic; there is even something 
craven about it. Moreover, it does not look very likely to be 
effective, or even safe, in a world as wild and paradoxical as 
ours, in which it is so often made a condition of life that he that 
loveth his life shall lose it, and he that hateth his life in this 
world can make a better world for himself and others. 

I t may be suggested, therefore, that certainly in logic, and 
not improbably also in theology, a good deal more value 
should be attached to the willingness to take risks and to try 
beliefs which do not contain a verbal (and therefore illusory) 
guarantee (which turns out to be worthless) that failure is 
impossible. If the world is to contain a real moral issue, it 
must be denied that the victory of right has been assured from 
all eternity—if for no other reason than that, if it has been, 
there cannot be anything wrong with the appearances which 
exhibit right so often overborne by might. If these appear
ances are unreal and do not matter, they need not be changed; 
and so there can be no reason why the right should ever appear 
to triumph. On the other hand, if there is a real moral issue, 
the power of God cannot be " omnipotent"; it can, and therefore 
may, need our co-operation and support. Moreover, even the 
humblest effort may turn the scale and the merest mite of a 
contribution to the good may entail its victory. We become 

 by guest on June 10, 2016
http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/


270 OMNIPOTENCE. 

therefore, not merely spectators of the unfolding of a predestined 
drama of which the author has rehearsed the plot and deter
mined every incident, but agents in a real action, in which it is 
an honour to be killed. It would be quixotic, perhaps, to 
expect the generality of men to rise to the sublime heights of 
loyalty shown by the warrior in the old Norse Saga; who 
when Eagnarok breaks out and heaven and earth are ablaze, 
undauntedly sets out "to die with Odin"; but might we 
not be encouraged a little by our spiritual guides to think that 
our world may have a purpose, and may even achieve a good, 
without being absolutely guaranteed by a vain " omnipotence " ? 
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